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               Jeff Buckley photographed in 1994, three months prior to the release of Grace.
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         The American singer-songwriter Tim Buckley, a slight man with a voice made of mountains and oceans, was born into a dysfunctional military household in the late 1940s. His abusive father was a whacked-out marine veteran with a steel plate in his cranium. The physically refined Tim was nevertheless endowed with a mighty musical spirit, in part inherited from his father’s Irish ancestry.

         Tim Buckley started early, finding a writing partner at school in the shape of poet Larry Beckett, who provided many – although not all – of the lyrics for Tim’s progressive song structures (including the classic ‘Song to the Siren’). Tim also finished too soon – his life cut short at the age of 28 – but he maintained a unique position as a musician during his decade-long journey within the industry.

         At the beginning of his career, with the release of his highly acclaimed and beloved album triptych of Tim Buckley, Goodbye and Hello and Happy Sad, all released between 1966 and 1969, Tim Buckley fully embodied the classical child-poet features of a folk-era pin-up, reminding one of a less contrived Marc Bolan or a more narcotically erotic Simon and Garfunkel. Despite the regular shoals of teenage girls who could be found crouched at the foot of the stage during those early days, this was not a role that Tim was satisfied with playing, and as his work developed his looks also morphed, maturing with the decade into a hard and handsome set of Hollywood features. Yet his later work and image would never capture hearts and minds in the way those first albums did. Tim Buckley didn’t come close to approaching the celebrity sex symbol status that some of his lesser-qualified contemporaries and friends (including the Monkees) achieved.

         Although already dead before the end of his third decade, the nine albums recorded during his lifetime – Tim Buckley, Goodbye and Hello, Happy Sad, Blue Afternoon, Lorca, Starsailor, Greetings from LA, Sefronia and Look at the Fool – serve as a series of rich aural witnesses to a life lived as intensely and deeply as it was briefly.

         There were forays into other professions – principally acting and scriptwriting (these ventures were almost always driven by a need for the money that his records did not provide), but in the final analysis Tim was a pure musician. He was blessed with a singing voice that was untypically impressive and technically exquisite. He also possessed (or was possessed by) an inherent musicality that sometimes allowed him to take this voice beyond its already transcendent potential. Buckley not only had a great voice – he also knew how to sing. Yet he was never particularly revered as a vocalist on any major level, not even amongst his peers. Whilst Elvis named Roy Orbison as the ‘world’s greatest singer’ and Sinatra very publicly endowed Tony Bennett with praise, Tim Buckley remained removed from the outright adoration of both the public at large and the industry as a whole. Although critically acclaimed, he was hardly hyped. His worldwide sales remained as average as his talents were extraordinary.

         Coming to light in the mid- to late sixties amongst a phalanx of other ‘folkie’ singer-songwriters called Tim and Tom – Rush, Paxton, Hardin and Rose – Buckley, who unlike many in the burgeoning folk movement never preached through his lyrics, would create his own personal musical vocabulary. By the end of his life he had fiercely and rapidly outgrown his folk roots and occupied a hitherto unpopulated hinterland somewhere between the music of Bob Dylan and Miles Davis and the writings of Federico García Lorca and Joseph Conrad. The journeying between these two poles encompassed the acoustic balladeering of the earlier albums, through lushly orchestrated suites and concept LPs, and even included roaring, pumped-up AOR sex-rock.

         He was one of the first among his peers to use his voice as an instrument. Inspired by various jazz horn players, Tim pushed his three-and-a-half octaves to convey a sound beyond the boundaries of language, a sound that was – for the relative few who heard it – either beautifully seductive or weirdly alienating.

         The effect of this on Tim’s domestic and personal life was predictably detrimental. He entered into his first marriage, to aspiring actress and musician Mary Guibert, while still a teenager. They were high school sweethearts and their union was over years before their official divorce was granted in 1967. Tim was not even around in 1966 when his first and only child – a son called Jeffrey – was born.

         Tim would move on, always unapologetically committed to his muse. He was initially signed to the mighty Elektra Records, where the potential of his talent was keenly recognised but never truly realised – at least not commercially. Elektra would later become home to groundbreaking acts like the Doors and the Stooges, and was the first of many labels to invest in Buckley’s strangely unclassifiable but pure talent. 

         In the meantime Tim would occasionally tour – including well-received concerts in Europe – and marry again, becoming stepfather to Taylor, the son of his new wife Judy.

         
             

         

         For the majority of his life, Tim was largely unconcerned with the day-to-day domesticity of civilian existence, and was married to the road, his band and his music. He lubricated the awkward space between work, his home life, and sometime financial famine with alcohol and narcotics. Although never a fully-fledged addict of anything but music, he freely indulged in and celebrated the use of everything from hard liquor to ludes, cocaine, amphetamines and heroin.

         In many ways he was in his own time an unrecognised pioneer, ahead of the tide in terms of his attitude to artistic integrity and his dealings with the media. (He was the most reluctant and surly of chat show guests and these opportunities soon fizzled out after this became apparent.) Whilst posterity grants some sort of retrospective reward for such artists, the lives of these individuals are often fraught. His focus had always been on the next opportunity – the next gig, the next album, the next project. By the mid-seventies, although as a live draw he was on the up, he was out of contract and barely making a living.

         Following a sell-out show in Dallas to almost 2,000 people at the end of June 1975, Tim – who had recently been on a health kick – decided to indulge himself, partying with friends and colleagues in his home neighbourhood. Cocaine and heroin were ubiquitous on the American music scene during the mid-seventies, and after some heavy drinking Tim mistook the latter for the former.

         He was dead by accidental overdose at the age of 28.

         His reputation in the following years, as so often happens with talents struck-down before their time, would only grow, and was furthered by a series of reissues, compilations and tribute albums.

         And while it was beyond debate that he left behind nine albums of soaring, sometimes flawed ambition and majesty, his greatest legacy would arguably be the son he hardly knew – Jeffrey Scott Buckley.

      

   


   
      
         

         
            
[image: ]
               Jeff as the man he would become, circa 1995.
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            ‘I’ve felt this season before

            As a child playing dead near the road’

            
                

            

            (Excerpt from ‘Fullerton Road Trick’, a poem by Jeff Buckley)

         

         Jeffrey Scotty Buckley, AKA Scotty Moorhead, AKA Jeff Buckley, was born on 17 November 1966, in Anaheim (‘home by the Santa Ana river’), California. His mother Mary endured 21 hours of labour during the delivery. No one knew where the baby’s father – her husband – was.

         Outside the hospital, it was snowing. Johnny Rivers’ ‘Poor Side of Town’ was topping the US Billboard singles chart, the war in Vietnam was grinding inexorably on, and just nine days earlier, across the ocean, in another world, the Beatles had begun to fall apart.

         
             

         

         Anaheim was an agricultural state, a once rich and thriving panorama of vineyards. Yet its life as a wine producing area had been extinct since a blight during the late 1880s. A renewed prosperity was built on oranges rather than grapes, and thus Jeff Buckley’s place of entrance into the world became known as ‘Orange County’.

         And even in America, among a nation of exiles, within a land born of immigrants, Scotty was a rich hybrid. His father, Tim Buckley, was famously of Irish origin, descended from Cork with all the characteristics of a true Celtic ballad singer and the flighty, charismatic disposition of the fatally sensitive. Poetic, endearing, prone to introversion and extremes of mood, he was also physically beautiful, borderline androgynous with a powerful, celestial, near-operatic tenor singing voice.

         ‘He was absolutely beautiful,’ insisted Mary, recalling one of her initial meetings with Tim. ‘This burr of curly black-brown hair and these long curly lashes that reached all the way up to his eyebrows and this… very sensitive mouth, and just… this way of looking at me. I’d be walking past him and he’d be sitting with his back to the wall. He’d stick both legs out so I’d have to step over him. He gave me a look like he knew what I looked like naked. That was the way it started, this little love affair. He’d write me these erotic poems, and at sixteen that was so grown-up and so awakening, it was amazing.’

         Mary Guibert was also physically beautiful, perhaps less glaringly so than Tim. Her looks were more aesthetically subtle, reflecting her richer racial heritage. She was a Panamanian of Greek, Russian and French descent who had actually lived in Panama until she was three. She was also a natural and classically trained musician who played cello and piano.

         She and Tim were high school sweethearts who married much too young. Tim’s sometime writing partner Larry Beckett remembered ‘riding around in a car with them and him saying, “I just want you to do the laundry and clean the house,” and she’s saying, “You don’t want a wife, you want a maid!” We were all unbelievably immature.’

         She christened her son after a friend called Geoff because she thought it sounded ‘cool’. The ‘Scotty’ came from the middle name of Mary’s neighbour (and childhood ‘hero’), John ‘Scotty’ Scott, who had died accidentally in a fall in 1965, aged seventeen.

         By the time their son was born, Tim Buckley was ‘completely out of the picture’. This absence was not particularly surprising to his estranged wife. ‘He hadn’t been faithful to me for very long,’ she stated. ‘And I thought that was perfectly acceptable because, after all, he was so wonderful, and I was so nobody.’

         
             

         

         Tim, a pioneering musical man-child of just eighteen years, had left for New York City during the previous summer to perform a date at the Night Owl in New York’s Greenwich Village. Mary’s assessment of her relationship with her husband was, in a skewed sense, accurate. While it was harsh to define herself as a ‘nobody’, by default Tim certainly wanted to be a somebody. Or maybe he felt that he already was and just needed the world to acknowledge it. Little else seemed as important as his work.

         ‘We weren’t fighting or anything… just drifting apart,’ recalled Mary. ‘I think we were just reaching the lifespan of the average teenage relationship. Had we not gotten married we might have just ended like many other “puppy love” romances then did.’

         Jeff’s conception had become apparent in March of 1966. The child was not planned and both parents were naturally frightened by the prospect – though it was more likely a fear of the unknown, rather than of the actual arrival of a child, that worried the teenagers. For Tim, someone who had suffered a truly dysfunctional childhood, the prospect of impending fatherhood hit upon another deeper phobia, playing mightily upon his ingrained fear of home. In addition, ‘The marriage was a disaster,’ asserted Tim’s then bass player, Jim Felder. ‘Mary was full of life and talent… Tim’s equal. But the pregnancy made it go sour, as neither of them was ready for it. To Tim it was draining his creative force, and Mary wasn’t willing to take the chance on his career, putting it to him, like, “Settle down and raise a baby or we’re through.” That kind of showdown.’

         Whatever the travails of the lovers’ young hearts, Mary wanted the baby and that was enough for her. This was the sixties and Tim was a man – a musician – who was moving on. Speaking on US radio in 1973, he was at least able to articulate his somewhat complex – and perversely sophisticated – feelings regarding relationships when he said, ‘Usually men treat their women like head ornaments on Cadillacs – “Look what I got.” But once it gets beyond that, it starts getting into commitment. Then you’re talking about more of a universal thought, more of a personal, human thought and more of a frightening thought, because then you’re cutting right to the bone of what life is.’ Tim was in no minority as far as such views went. In the mid-sixties it was assumed by some people that the child was the mother’s responsibility, and this was an assumption that Mary gracefully accepted and lived by.

         Lee Underwood, guitarist in Tim’s band, remembers the situation being a topic of discussion while he and Tim were in New York that summer. Given the choice of returning to Mary and Orange County or following what Underwood calls ‘his destined natural way’, Tim ‘decided to be true to himself and his music, fully aware that he would be accepting a lifetime burden of guilt. Tim left, not because he didn’t care about his soon-to-be-born child, but because his musical life was just beginning. He did not abandon Jeff; he abandoned Mary.’

         That autumn, back in Anaheim, Tim met with Mary in an anonymous coffee shop. As far as the marriage and child were concerned, he left both decisions to her. Upon his departure, Tim returned to the road, Mary to her parents.

         
             

         

         Whatever Underwood’s take on the situation, Tim’s actions spoke clearly. When Jeffrey was born there was no word from his father. ‘I thought I’d hear from him, but I didn’t,’ said Mary flatly. Her mood possibly amplified by post-natal depression, she burned her cache of Tim’s love letters shortly after the birth, and a divorce was granted during the first few months of Jeff’s life.

         
             

         

         Mary proved to be a single-minded, strong, acutely perceptive and driven seventeen-year-old single mom – an unusual phenomenon in the mid-sixties, even within the hippy sanctuary of California. Initially she worked as a bank clerk until illness forced her to quit the job and move back into the sometimes dysfunctional home of her parents.

         Whatever her own personal feelings towards her ex-husband, Mary never forgot that her son needed some kind of contact with his biological father. She always made an effort to introduce the two, whenever Tim’s seemingly shambolic gypsy life allowed. Later, when Tim was living out in Venice Beach, Mary visited him with an eight-month-old Jeff. Tim appeared somewhat overawed on such occasions, although he was always affectionate and engaging. Mary continued these introductions and reintroductions, which only amounted to three visits during Jeff’s first year of life. Yet they made an impression. Years later, as an adult, Jeff would tell his mother about a recurring dream which bothered him. In it, Jeff was at the beach, the sound of waves crashing gently nearby. It was either dusk or dawn. Twilight. Jeff was sitting on his father’s shoulders, and a few feet away Mary lay on a blanket.

         She was moved by her son’s description. ‘I told him, “That’s not a dream, that really happened.” I don’t ever remember telling him. It must have been one of his earliest memories. There was someone who told me later… that Tim actually walked with [Jeff] to her house down the street; she saw Jeff when he was just a little baby asleep in his arms. So I know at least [Tim] was proud, he wanted to show her his baby boy. Then he moved and left no forwarding address. I was nineteen years old. If he ripped my heart out before, this time he spat in the hole.’

         To compound such brutal heartache, Mary was having a hard time living with her parents. There had often been a violent undertone to life in the family home, and the festive season of 1967 witnessed a particularly tense and aggravated Christmas within the Guibert household. Mary’s father, George, continued his legacy of occasional violence towards his children, and so, reluctantly – yet with little other choice – the young mother took to the road. Sometimes, with no lack of irony, it must have seemed as though both she and Tim shared the nomadic lifestyle of the true bohemian.

         Mary settled into a humble apartment in North Hollywood, taking temporary jobs to support herself and Scotty, who she now saw only on weekends. During the week her family looked after the baby. George Guibert’s outbursts were neither a constant factor nor a seriously considered threat to Scotty, yet it was hardly a stable environment for the boy.

         
             

         

         Whilst Tim had so far made only cameo appearances in the early years of his son’s life, he was not unaware of what was going on. On 14 July 1968, he recorded ‘The Father Song’ at TTG Studios, Hollywood. Written for Hall Bartlett’s film Changes, it remained unreleased for decades. The lyrics speak for themselves. ‘I know I’ll never be the man you want me to be / Oh tell me, father, is there shame in your heart for me?’

         These rare meetings of father and son would be repeated over the next few years – albeit seeming more like stolen moments than quality time together. Still, it appeared that the reality of Scotty being Tim’s son was slowly and deeply dawning on the young father, although in conversations with his friends and fellow musicians it sometimes seemed that he was more moved by the phenomenon of having sired a son than the actual son himself. Despite having no real commercial success as a recording artist or songwriter, Tim paid his family dues. Regular child support payments ($80 a month) made to Mary via his accountant were a more tangible sign of his awareness and commitment, however remote it may have seemed.

         Baby Scotty was rarely truly conscious during these times. As with the dream-like Venice Beach episode, this period would haunt him throughout his life as a series of impressionistic fragments, time-corrupted snatches of cinéfilm woven at random into his memory.

         Beyond the orbit of his father, Scotty began to bloom and flower in a myriad of ways. His vivid musicality, in particular, manifested itself at an early age. ‘As a baby he was vocalising,’ said Mary. ‘I have little snap shots of him raised on the hearth of the fireplace: that was his little stage where he would sing songs for his grandma.’

         Little Scotty began school at the tender age of two-and-a-half, albeit at the ‘progressive’ Montessori school in the Anaheim hills. The institution, conceived by its founder, Maria Montessori, was admirably forward-thinking even for the sixties.

         ‘He was always playing toy instruments, even as a little boy – singing, reciting poetry,’ recounted Mary, obviously still proud decades on. ‘I believed very strongly in the Montessori method… and he just loved it [the school]. He used to imitate his Ceylonese Montessori teacher when he was three… had us all in stitches.’

         
             

         

         In 1969, tired of being separated from her child, Mary abandoned the tiny rented apartment in North Hollywood and returned to Orange County to be with Scotty.

         It was here and now, back in the place of her son’s birth, that twenty-year-old Mary would meet Tim’s romantic successor, mechanic Ron Moorhead. Ron was built along more ‘regular’ lines than Tim – tall, macho, blue-eyed and blue-collar. But he was also a 100-mile-per-hour music lover, addicted to a bountiful and frequently replenished supply of vinyl albums. Ron, Mary and Scotty hit it off immediately. So well, in fact, that Ron and Mary were married in December of that year, with three-year-old Scotty appointed as best man. The family moved into a new home the following year; a compact but cosy house in Orange County’s Fullerton that was notoriously sandwiched between the noise, grind and fumes of an aluminium factory and an airport. ‘I loved this atmosphere,’ remembered Jeff fondly. ‘The noise was like music for me: the trains on the track which adjoined the house, the aircrafts passing overhead at low altitude…’

         It was in this cinematic setting that Scotty would experience having a father for the first time. The tall and athletic Ron worked at his own business as a Volkswagen repairman during the day, and indulged his love of contemporary rock and pop in the evenings and on weekends.

         This era was a rich time for popular music in America, and between the constant AM radio and his stepdad’s various stereos (both in house and in car: ‘I can remember being obsessed with my stepfather’s stereo,’ Jeff would recall), little Scotty’s infant ears were exposed to the finest (and then freshly minted) works of the Doors, Crosby, Stills & Nash, Pink Floyd, the Who, and the group that would exert a profound and lasting influence on the young boy: no one could predict it then, but Jeff would, in effect, one day become a hybrid of both Robert Plant and Jimmy Page. Hearing the soaring stomp and blur of Led Zeppelin amongst the industrial roar of Fullerton Airport and the steelworks signalled a kind of homecoming for the young boy. Meanwhile, Mary used this newfound domestic stability to indulge her own musical passions. She returned to studying piano and cello, and her listening tastes filtered down to her son in tandem and contrast with those of her husband. As well as developing a taste for the bombastic, guitar-driven rock sounds that Ron loved so much, through his mother Jeff was equally well-versed in the works of Joni Mitchell, Barbara Streisand and Fleetwood Mac, as well as absorbing a classical supplement of Chopin, Bach and Stravinsky.

         This was a fecund environment for any child, especially one imbued with Jeff’s nascent talents. Yet, along with the richness of noise and the novelty of cosy domesticity, nagging financial troubles were causing problems between Mary and Ron. Exacerbating this sometimes tense relationship were the periodic arrivals – via Tim Buckley’s management – of Tim’s latest albums. Ron was an averagely macho young guy living and working in early seventies America. He was not particularly comfortable with his wife’s forays into amateur dramatics and general artiness, nor by the occasional manifestation of Mary and Scotty’s seemingly exotic past in the shape of albums recorded by the man who had helped conceive and then abandoned the child. Mary would obviously play the records to her son, and this understandably made Ron feel uncomfortable, even threatened. Not that Jeff reacted to the music in any particular way. Indeed, in comparison with the ecstatic reactions he afforded when listening to Led Zeppelin, he seemed almost indifferent to Tim Buckley’s two masterworks to date, Lorca and Starsailor. Besides, as Jeff would later admit, he was deep into Sesame Street at this point.

         Despite the undertow of marital strife, another son – Corey – followed in March of 1972. Meanwhile, the firstborn continued to come into being musically, even if the opportunities for doing so were less than glamorous. ‘My stepfather got drunk and fell asleep in front of everyone and my grandmother got really embarrassed,’ Jeff would remember. ‘So to direct attention away from him I sang every Elton John song I knew.’

         Such scenes were typical amongst any family, particularly a work-oriented, blue-collar one like the Moorheads. Yet, outside of this, Mary was not happy in herself, and was certainly not happy in the role her hard-working husband expected her to play. ‘My mother would have dreamed of playing Mendelssohn instead of doing housework,’ reckoned Jeff years later. ‘When her husband unexpectedly returned from work, it made him crazy to find her sitting at the piano…’

         
             

         

         By early 1973, all of the various stresses and strains had finally ruptured the marriage, and the couple sadly but inexorably separated. Mary retained the house, the car, and the children. She was still only 24 years old.

         The next few years witnessed a pattern familiar enough for any estranged family unit. Mary moved from job to job, made do despite the odds, and kept the family together. All the while she was conscious of the fact that her first son was growing up fast, and without any real relationship with his biological father. ‘After the break-up of my second marriage,’ said Mary, ‘I began to think it really sad that there’s this boy who had no contact with his father. There were no birthday cards, no Christmas cards…’

         Scotty, at least, now had a permanent chum – as they grew, he and his half-brother Corey came to share an impish sense of fun and mischief, and often played together in each new location they called ‘home’. Life went on.

         By 1975 Mary had become enamoured enough of another self-employed man by the name of George Vandergrift to buy a house with him in Riverside, 50 miles east of Scotty’s birthplace. Luckily such a transient life seemed to suit Scotty’s nature. ‘I hated comfort,’ he would tell a French journalist years later. ‘I refused stability, lethargy, a comfortable environment. In a place like California, everything was “right” – Americana in all its horror. Life in suburbia… cooking, cookies, the horror! However, there was the desert, mountains, sea, and of course, incredible artists. Fortunately, my mother spent her time on the move; it put a little spice in my life. It was exciting and frightening not to have roots. Yet, I was sometimes ashamed. To my school friends, I represented a failure, someone lacking something…’

         
             

         

         The year of this move – 1975 – was to be the year of the first and last of Jeff’s substantial meetings with his blood father. It occurred in April, when he was eight.

         Mary Guibert noticed a listing in a local newspaper for an upcoming Tim Buckley show. Tim’s career had by now, in many minds, peaked – at least commercially – and he was certainly struggling financially, which forced him to diversify (unsuccessfully) into film projects and take to the road full-time. Yet those close to him say that he had found a second-wind artistically and that this was beginning to be reflected in a somewhat commercial return to form in terms of his live performances, as he was currently without a recording contract for the first time since the sixties.

         Mary and Scotty undertook the hour-long drive to Huntington Beach, an oceanside town ten miles southwest of Orange County, and arrived at the Golden Bear club just before Tim walked onstage. They took a seat on a bench in the second row. Scotty’s reactions to his father’s actual recordings had been muted. But now, breathing the same air, his eyes fixed on the stage, he encountered his dad’s quixotic pop music in a way that would prove to be far more satisfying for all concerned.

         ‘I think the band came on and started cookin’ first,’ Mary remembered decades later. ‘Yeah, and here’s little Scotty, he’s got blonde hair down to here, he’s bouncing in his seat, he’s chair-dancing to his dad’s music, and Tim’s wailing, and I saw – or I imagine I saw, I don’t know which – his eyes were closed, and he’d open them a little bit to see Scotty in the second row, and Scotty was grooving. I was watching the two of them and I thought, “This is really going to be amazing.”’

         Scotty continued to bop throughout the gig, not seeming to tire even when the initial novelty of such a loud, kinetic experience had passed. ‘Scotty was in love,’ Mary said. ‘He was immediately entranced. His little eyes were just dancing in his head.’

         From where Mary was sitting, it was obvious that still Tim still had ‘it’. He still appeared to be tuned into something otherworldly. His countenance had changed though. Although still youthful and even more handsome than she remembered, the cherubic face once featured on the Happy Sad album cover had been erased by the countless road miles that a lack of commercial success had forced him to travel. At the end of the set, Mary asked her son if he wanted to meet his father. The answer was instant and physical. The kid shot out of the stalls and scampered backstage. As they entered the cramped dressing room, Jeff clutched his mother’s long skirt. It seemed a foreign and frightening world to him, until he heard someone shout out, ‘Jeff!’ Although no one had called him that before in his life – he was still ‘Scotty’ to everyone – Jeff instinctively recognised the voice of his dad and ran across the room to a table where Tim was resting after the show.
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               Jeff’s father Tim Buckley, who died from an overdose in 1975, aged 28.

            

         

         ‘He leapt at the sound of his father’s voice,’ said Mary, ‘across the room into his arms, and he was sitting on his lap and chattering a mile a minute. He said things like, “My dog’s name is King, he’s white,” and he was telling [Tim] everything he could think about himself to tell his father. He was sitting on his dad’s lap facing [Tim] and I could see Tim’s face over Jeff’s shoulder and tears were just running down his face. So I thought, “I’ll just let this be,” and I went back to the audience.’

         ‘I sat on his knees for fifteen minutes,’ Jeff wrote later. ‘He was hot and sweaty. I kept on feeling his legs. “Wow, you need an iceberg to cool you off!” I was very embarrassing – doing my George Carlin impression for him for no reason. Very embarrassing. He smiled the whole time. Me too.’

         Tim’s drummer, Buddy Helm, remembered: ‘It was a very personal moment. The kid seemed very genuine, totally in love with his dad. It was like wanting to connect. He didn’t know anything personally about Tim but was there ready to do it.’ It seemed that finally, after years of absence, Tim too was ready to reciprocate this feeling. Between sets (Tim was due to go on again that night) Judy, Tim’s new partner, asked Mary if it would be cool for Scotty to spend a few days with her and Tim. After that night, Tim had a couple of days off and wanted to use them to catch up with his son. It was the start of the Easter holidays for Scotty, so Mary acquiesced. The next morning, she packed his clothes into a brown paper bag and drove him to Santa Monica to spend a handful of happy days with Tim and his wife. He returned to Mary the following Thursday evening, among his new possessions was a matchbox with his daddy’s phone number written on the back.

         Two months later, Tim Buckley was dead.

         
             

         

         Although at the time there were various contradictory accounts and accusations as to why and how the young singer had died, decades later, the truth has settled upon the following sequence of events.

         While winding down at the home of Richard Keeling (a friend from his time at UCLA) after another tour, Tim had snorted a line of heroin. With a few scotches already inside him, he apparently thought the dope was cocaine and sucked it straight up, no chaser. He almost immediately started losing control and began to stagger around Keeling’s apartment.

         Keeling and Jackie McGuire, a female acquaintance, escorted Tim back to Judy, his wife, at their nearby apartment. With their help, she got Tim to bed. Mumbling, ‘bye bye baby’ – a reference to ‘Drifting Blues’, a Ray Charles song he loved – Tim slipped into an unconsciousness from which he would never wake.

         Various murder and the inevitable suicide conspiracies abounded in the immediate wake of his passing. Police would even charge Richard Keeling – the immediate source of the lethal dose – with murder and distribution of heroin. Ultimately the evidence (and one would assume the motive) proved insufficient and, at a hearing on 14 August, in the Municipal Court, Keeling pleaded guilty to involuntary manslaughter. Tim’s friend was given the chance to avoid time in jail by doing community work, but failed to keep his side of the bargain. He was sentenced to 120 days in jail and four years probation.

         None of these judicial processes would bring Tim back. The toxicology report placed the cause of death as ‘acute morphine/heroin intoxication’ and in time no one was ultimately blamed for this seemingly senseless death, not even Tim himself.

         
             

         

         Mary was devastated, both for Tim, herself, and their son. ‘It was cruel. Scotty was ripped away from the possibility of ever having known him.’ What she might not have realised was the extent to which this permanent departure would shape Scotty’s own life. Tim Buckley’s passing bruised his son in countless subtle shades. Among these was the heavy shadow that his legacy would cast over the child’s development. Within this shadow grew the primary source of Jeff’s reticence where embracing his own particular musical destiny was concerned. ‘I knew there would be [comparisons] from the time I was a small child,’ Jeff admitted years down the line. ‘From the time that his manager started calling my house when I was six or seven. I found my grandmother’s guitar and [his manager] started calling the house: “Has he written songs yet?” So I’ve been waiting and doing the maths in my head about the inevitable comparisons all my life. But I don’t care.’

         Another slight but profound change following his father’s death manifested itself when it was time for Scotty to enrol for a new term at school. Jeff chose to do so using his father’s name. He stopped using ‘Moorhead’, and for the first time took on ‘Buckley’.

         ‘The reasons behind this decision are too entirely personal and private to share,’ admitted Mary. ‘But I supported his choice.’

         Neither Mary nor Scotty was invited to Tim’s funeral. Many of the deceased’s friends and acquaintances were unaware that he even had a son. A time would come when that very son would somehow seem to blame Tim himself for not inviting him to the funeral. Bad seeds were sown.

         Tim’s music and reputation would not only survive his death, but actually prosper and thrive in the coming decade. This again would have unforeseen consequences for the newly fatherless Scotty. As Lee Underwood succinctly observes, ‘Jeff suffered because his tormented father was physically present as a critical adversary but absent as a loving mentor.’

         
             

         

         Despite the constant coming and going of various father figures within Scotty’s life, two things remained a source of constant love and security for the boy: his mother and music. ‘As a child,’ Jeff would remark, ‘there were my mother’s breasts and then there was music. I was basically raised by my mother. Me, my little brother and she. I was raised by my mother’s side of the family and there was music all the time. My grandmother, she had this acoustic guitar. This gut-string in the closet. I claimed it for my own. And that’s how I started playing…

         ‘It was the only constant. Anything from, like, Aerosmith down to the soundtrack of Close Encounters of the Third Kind. Anything that I liked was mine and I could appreciate the whole world through it…’ Scott Buckley, as he was now known, had a ravenous appetite for music – as a listener and, increasingly, as a performer. ‘I felt the pull from an early age,’ Jeff would reminisce. ‘I must have been about twelve when I started to think about its bright lights.’ In addition, his mother would acknowledge the ‘slight preservation of European tradition in my family’, and inferred that this had touched her son as he was growing up, lending him a slightly more cosmopolitan edge than your average (as Jeff would describe himself) ‘trailer trash’ figure.

         
             

         

         Obviously, Scotty did not think of his life in terms of tragic rock folklore. The father he barely knew had disappeared again, this time forever. As heartbreaking as this was, in real material terms it made little difference in Scotty’s day-to-day life. By now a toothsome blonde, he continued his studies at Riverside High School, made friends, began to notice girls, became enamoured of glam heavy metal music (Kiss and Styx were early favourites), and generally got on with growing up. At the same time, the grown-ups that he and Corey shared a life and house with were beginning to come undone. By the end of the decade, Mary and her long-term partner George Vandergrift had parted. She, the thirteen-year-old Jeff, and the seven-year-old Corey were alone together and on the road again. In 1979 they had resettled in Sunnymead, just ten miles on from Riverside. They moved into a pink cottage, and once again the single mother struggled to make ends meet, this time by starting up her own business, Emerald Enterprises, through which she grew and sold vegetables. Mary also faced the fresh problem of having to deal with the two wayward boys in her midst. While Scotty had long ago acclimatised to the absence of an enduring father figure – he knew no different – Corey in particular now seemed resentful of being estranged from his very much alive father, Ron Moorhead. Mary, Corey and Scotty were forced to take advantage of their extended families as financial pressures meant that both boys would occasionally spend time with various fathers, grandparents and great grandparents. Despite such enforced wanderlust, Scotty would never seem to hold it against his mother. ‘She was quite a gypsy,’ was about as far as his judgement went. Yet, whatever their domestic situation, the boys’ school studies continued for the most part unabated, and fundamentally they had an emotionally supportive upbringing.

         
             

         

         For Christmas 1979, through the combined effort of his mother and her parents, Scotty received his first electric guitar – a copy of a black Les Paul. He instantly learned the immortal pop hit ‘My Sharona’ by the Knack, and played it to the point of distraction. Simultaneously, he fell in love with his tape recorder, obsessively recording favourite TV and radio shows on it and playing along with the tapes in his bedroom.

         In the cheap Les Paul copy, Jeff had acquired a lifelong friend. ‘I didn’t really start playing, really getting proficient until I was about thirteen. An electric guitar comes into a kid’s life, it’ll just… the potential is, like, to take him away forever. And that’s what happened.’

         Jeff was the first to admit that he ‘hated’ high school: ‘My family would always be moving, so I was always the new guy in town. Any school I went to, I would always be introduced to the class. I would be judged in hand immediately. I would always be singled out… Kids are cold and disgusting because they learn it all from their parents.’

         Despite his social difficulties, Jeff’s academic life continued, and this of course included music studies. He received the bare amount of formal musical training that the curriculum endowed, within which he dabbled in cello for a year and, as instructed by his tutor, ‘plinked on the piano’ at home. However, it soon became apparent that it was the guitar that would be his first instrument of choice. Mary remembers her son playing along religiously with favoured albums, until ‘one couldn’t tell whether it was Jeff or the stereo playing’.

         All the while he continued to grow, get into fights, join school bands, foster crushes and watch TV, Jeff was evolving into a slightly gawky-looking teenager, a self-confessed ‘geek and outsider’. His mother would concur, reasoning that the extra responsibilities foisted on her son in looking after his family had prematurely aged him. (As well as being preoccupied with the traumas of puberty and schoolwork, for some time Jeff had also been helping out his mother, both around the home and in her business.) In turn this led him to seek a kind of escape – a refuge – within the music he loved. As he progressed through high school he found it hard to break out of such absorption, as if what he found in music was much more profound and meaningful than the somewhat transient and relatively shallow social whirl of the teen. ‘He was a very sensitive and introverted guy – especially for a teenager,’ remembered Mary. Jeff was – no doubt about it – a music nerd. At one point his most favoured possessions were all four Kiss albums and a Rush picture disc.

         
             

         

         The American seventies – with their growing economy and madness for technology, the future, and plain old consumerist crap – were in many ways the perfect decade for someone as sponge-like as Jeff. ‘There was an overspill of rock life,’ he mused years later, ‘which becomes coffee-table material with books on Kiss and rock stars on TV. I knew it was possible for some people to do it for a living. I spent hours listening to Magical Mystery Tour…’

         Tellingly, he did not cite his father’s works as part of this inspiration (although in later life, Jeff would put this down to a mere matter of taste), and neither did he initially find many others of a similar disposition at school. ‘I had friends, just nobody to talk music with,’ he remembered in 1994. ‘I did not want to share it with anyone, it was my secret. I spent whole days learning albums by heart.’ He rarely exhibited his talents outside of the family home (whichever house or apartment that happened to be at any given time), giving his first public performance at the age of thirteen when he sang at a dance for a Northern Californian Methodist church. He practiced mostly in the solitude of his poster-plastered bedroom, and his visible musical focus was as a fan. As such he continued to be utterly enamoured of music on television, including the house bands of regular chat shows and the occasional mega-concert, in particular the huge glam-fests staged by such evergreen favourites as Elton John.

         
             

         

         By the early 1980s, Jeff outwardly seemed like any other fourteen-year-old music fan. Usually dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, his tastes were all-American in so far as he loved the FM radio-friendly sounds of Kiss, Rush, Led Zeppelin, Foreigner and their ilk. At this point his listening habits ran no further afield than avant-garde prog-rock. Amongst the modest tape, eight-track and vinyl collection kept stacked beside his bed was the occasional triple-album opus produced by such ornately-packaged groups as Yes, Genesis, Asia and ELP. (He would outgrow these groups to the point where he found comparisons with them distasteful.) But for all his passion, Jeff was still discerning. As such he was certainly not enamoured of the new-wave sounds of English ska groups, or by the likes of Ian Dury and Elvis Costello, who were causing a moderate US media stir at the dawn of the new decade. Nor, a few years hence, would he be queuing up to see the bastions of the ‘second English invasion’ such as Duran Duran and Flock of Seagulls. (Although he would thrill at the reggae-pop fusion of the Police.) Yet compared to what they would eventually become, Jeff’s tastes as an adolescent were unextraordinary. A minor epiphany came in the form of a 1981 Def Leppard arena gig that he attended with his friend Willie Osborn. In the pyrotechnics and elaborate light display of the spandexed rockers’ pantomime show, Jeff saw a possible future for himself. At this point his aspirations couldn’t have seemed more distant from the esoteric folk-funk fusion that Tim Buckley had pioneered at far more intimate venues less then a decade earlier.

         
             

         

         During the first summer of 1980, Jeff and his half-brother wearily made yet another ‘home’ when he and Corey moved in with Ron Moorhead and his new family, south of San Francisco. Yet this proved to be another temporary refuge. By the following fall, the nucleus of Jeff and Mary were once again in transit, this time leaving Corey to spend more time with his father Ron, while mother and son rented house after house in Orange County. As a rising star years later, constantly going over his childhood in press interviews, Jeff would often mythologise this roaming aspect of his youth. ‘I’m being thrust into my old ways, ways I’ve grown up with, and I have to hang on: moving from place to place, grabbing onto people, making fast friends, letting them go.’ He was equally fond of declaring: ‘I was rootless trailer trash.’

         To his mother, this was merely funny. ‘Jeff would sometimes make things up,’ Mary countered. ‘I would see the “poor white trailer trash” reference in interviews and I’d be like, “Oh my God Scotty! We never lived in a trailer! Where is this coming from? What kind of picture are you trying to paint?”’

         Jeff seemed, on the surface at least, able to accept his situation whilst having some awareness that it was merely provisional. He was, in effect, marking time. He saw his environment as essentially harmless and ‘really middle of the road, conservative, white neighbourhoods, very segregated. I was just in dreamland about… everything. I just didn’t appreciate it. It didn’t include me. There’s a huge world outside. If you don’t know that then, it’s too late for you already.’

         His school life continued when and where it could, but unlike many others who suffered similar periods of rootlessness, the constant ritual of having to make new friends and forge fresh teacher-pupil relationships never seemed to damage him. Jeff appeared to travel in a self-contained bubble that consisted primarily of himself, his imagination, his music and his mom. Although as a student he got passable grades, he was not noted for particularly good or bad behaviour at any school he attended. Academia and the environment it fostered were not for him, but rather than rebel against it, he merely sat it out. ‘High school was just a joke. Not the information but the people,’ Jeff would reckon years on. ‘I sometimes felt like an outsider, already too old for my age.’

         The next school he attended had deeper connotations for Jeff than any joke could have. How must he have felt to now be attending Loara High School, the place where both his parents schooled and courted? If the young man did feel haunted, there is no record of it, and while he was no social pariah, Jeff was certainly no jock either. He made little effort to be anything other than himself and did not court popularity or peer approval. But neither did he make much of a disruption. Jeff was simply Jeff; slightly weird, likeable, somewhat goofy, and a little too cool for school. When he did relate to his fellow students it was usually through music, and he wasn’t self conscious about his talent, or at least one particular strain of it.

         ‘I was in band at Loara High School with Jeff. I remember him well,’ recalled one ex-Loara muso. ‘Jeff was the class clown in the school stage band but he got away with quite a bit because he was truly a child prodigy. I remember thinking it was like he was born with a guitar in his hands. I feel honoured even now to think that I performed with Jeff…’

         Jeff’s main musical chops centred on his guitar. He spent countless sun-bleached California mornings jamming in garages and shacks with fellow music-fixated buddies throughout the early 1980s, and hardly any of them heard evidence of the one thing the young rocker would eventually become best known for – his singing voice.

         Whether it was a reaction – conscious or otherwise – against the legacy of his father that he found seeded within him, Jeff seemed utterly focused on being a guitarist. During rehearsals he would amiably if only occasionally sing backing vocals or launch into an impression of a then popular pop singer, but for the fifteen-year-old Jeff Buckley, singing seemed to be one of the few musical endeavors that he wasn’t interested in.

         By 1982 Jeff had begun gigging properly with his first serious band, Mahre Bukham. Alongside Robin Horry and Jason Hamel, Jeff mostly played lead guitar throughout a set of spirited and highly proficient covers of artists such as Hendrix and the Police, wherein he also indulged his spandex tendencies. No one who witnessed Jeff during this group’s four-gig history would have thought for a second that he was keeping anything back. The preening, joyous, long-haired teen rocking out onstage could not have seemed less like a frustrated devotee of jazz, folk-rock, and chanson singer Edith Piaf. To all who saw him play during this era, Jeff appeared to be a consummate guitar god in the making.

         Finally, as the decade moved into its midpoint, Jeff’s tastes began to mature. In 1984 he became ‘obsessed’ with Miles Davis for a while (as his father had been, particularly with the trumpeter’s seminal In a Silent Way). In turn his own music began to reflect this new passion – Jeff now performed at school functions in low-key jazz-fusion outfits, often playing his original, fret-heavy instrumental compositions to mostly indifferent and overly made-up examples of early eighties youth.

         Throughout his teens, Jeff was a ‘cool nerd’, untypical, a minor enigma. He was a true maverick – too subtly weird even to be portrayed in any of the John Hughes films that epitomised that era, existing beyond the labels and clichés of the schoolyard. Jeff rarely indulged in alcohol, did not smoke and was, to a degree, anti-drugs. (He shared a joint now and then.) While not popular as such, he thrived in a small group of select and sincere friends and his social life, revolving as it did around music, was rich, expansive and busy. By contrast he loved his own company and spent hours in his bedroom, practicing guitar and listening hungrily to music which now included the pantheon of jazz – an obsessive’s delight. While undoubtedly attractive, if still mawkish-looking, Jeff didn’t seem to have one major girlfriend throughout these formative years, although he had the occasional crush on girls who would invariably become friends. But, as ever, music remained the constant factor, and was, in many ways, the first love of Jeff Buckley’s life.

         His relationship with his immediate family – Mary and Corey – remained stable and affectionately civil. Years later, without expounding on the fact, Jeff would admit: ‘Everybody’s childhood places a devil inside of them.’Yet for someone with such a potentially traumatic background, as a teenager Jeff seemed to have come through his own particular storm of childhood pretty much unscathed.

         
             

         

         By late 1984, Jeff was ready to move on again – this time on his own. With what was perhaps no small touch of irony, he would one day look back on his eighteen-year-old self and say that the reason he left home at this particular point was because, ‘I was tired of moving around.’

         But Jeff wasn’t about to take off into the vastness of America by jumping a train or hitting the road thumbing. (Although such fantasies no doubt appealed to the Kerouac fan in him.) Despite his natural disdain for academia, Jeff planned to move away solo under the cloak of further education – albeit this time a purely musical one. 

         Located near Sunset Boulevard, the Los Angeles Music Institute, and in particular its own Department of Guitar Technology, seemed like a natural destination for a fretwork freak like Jeff. A year’s tuition cost $4,000, and he would obviously need help with living expenses on top of that. Once again the spectre of his father loomed. With Mary’s full approval, they used a trust fund that had been set up for Jeff in the wake of Tim’s passing to finance the venture.

         The course lasted a year. Jeff arrived for the term beginning in the autumn of 1984. During his time at the institute he bonded with like-minded jazz-fusion enthusiasts, was a respected and well-liked student, and to this day is listed on the institute’s ‘Roll of Honour’. Yet the appreciation was hardly reciprocated. Speaking of his time there, Jeff was brutally dismissive of the school: ‘I went to this really crappy guitar school for a year. This is the kind of school where you give them a shitload of money in order to spend a year learning the curriculum, and pretty soon you have all this shit inside you and then they give you this paper that says you have what it takes to be a professional musician. In the end, I think, the only true product of that kind of learning is to get you gigs… on the session guy circuit.’ It was, he concluded, ‘the biggest waste of time I have ever seen’. Tellingly, none of his peers ever recall hearing Jeff sing a word.

         
             

         

         By 1985 Jeff had graduated and moved into central Hollywood. Despite his fresh certificate from the institute, he remained essentially a freelance musician, living gig-to-gig.

         It was now that he began a pattern of odd jobs and Pyrrhic musical activities that would discolour the next few years of his life. He hooked up with bands of varying styles and genres, always as a guitarist, and always on what seemed to be a temporary basis. Jeff gravitated towards reggae and ska bands in particular, one of his most rewarding gigs being with the AKB Band, led by saxophonist Al Kirk and the heavily dreadlocked vocalist Pablove Black. Jeff would reflect on this group with a fondness he was unable to afford his memories of the Los Angeles Music Institute. A handful of years on, he reminisced that, ‘Pablove, the Rasta… everything he said about playing makes sense now.’

         Beyond reggae, Jeff drifted back onto the spandex highway for his musical detours – but would be utterly dismissive of such groups in the future. ‘Forget the next band,’ he opined in an interview in 1992, referring curtly to his time as pocket-sized guitar god with the soft-metal, Fleetwood Mac-lite outfit Group Therapy.

         Jeff was constantly active. Some of his earliest recordings occurred on a demo with one of the ex-teachers from the institute. By September 1987, Jeff had ended up sharing an apartment with bass tutor John Humphrey. In late 1988 John recorded some amateur demos on the four-track reel-to-reel of a friend. Jeff provided guitar and some reluctant backing vocals. ‘I had to talk him into singing,’ recalls Humphrey. Despite his vocal reticence, Jeff gigged with John for a while until they parted company in the summer of 1989. Jeff had nothing concrete to concentrate on. He was listless. A malaise of the soul was setting in.

         Following this last pleasant but futile musical misdemeanour, Jeff decided ‘not to spread myself that thin. I didn’t like California, South LA especially. Hollywood isn’t a real town, but that’s the reality of it.’ He had perhaps always been aware on some level that his recent musical ventures had been just that: sonic excursions, ultimately diversions. Jeff wasn’t particularly passionate about anything he was involved in – neither the groups he played with, nor the music he was writing, and certainly not his day job at a mediocre hotel. Five years away from home had flown by, and all he had to show for it was a long list of seemingly random gigs with a cornucopia of middling groups, and a few bashed-up demo tapes of his own generic-sounding fusion compositions.

         Meanwhile, his long-dead father, Tim, was making something of a comeback. Slowly but surely, and particularly in Europe and the UK, the music of Tim Buckley – in almost direct parallel with Nick Drake – was becoming cool again. As such, labels were beginning to re-release and repackage his works, particularly as part of the CD boom. Jeff would even visit the offices of one of these labels – Enigma Records – to listen to a playback of a recently discovered Tim Buckley concert from London, circa 1968. Eventually released as Dream Letter, the album was almost instantly hailed as a classic of its genre, and the Tim Buckley revival seemed to be in full swing. Yet in almost every retrospective piece published on the dead singer – and there were plenty in the latter years of the eighties and early nineties – hardly anyone mentioned the fact that Tim had a son.

         One would have to scour some of the more obscure Tim Buckley fanzines to stumble upon even the vaguest of references to young Jeff.

         
             

         

         In 1989, writing to the editor of Tim Buckley Fanzine 2, Lee Underwood wrote: ‘Meanwhile, Jeffrey Scott Buckley, Tim’s son by his first marriage, has grown up. I am not in touch with him, nor have I ever seen or met him. However, other people tell me he looks exactly like Tim; he plays jazz and rock guitar, he has a band of his own, is about 25 or 26 now, and goes by the name of Jeff Scott. You and I should both keep our ears and eyes open. If Jeff’s any good, we’ll probably be hearing about him soon.’
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